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Performing the Mulatto Paradox in Arriví’s Vejigantes
Jeremy L. Cass
	 The	dramatic	repertoire	of	Francisco	Arriví	(b.	1915)	underscores	





–	Bolero y plena	 (1956),	Vejigantes	 (1958)	 and	Sirena	 (1959)	 –	 explore	
Puerto	Rican	ethnicity	through	the	metaphor	of	the	máscara,	or	mask,	behind	
which	mulattoes	hide	their	racial	humiliation.	Arriví	construed	the	trilogy	
as	 a	mechanism	 for	 overcoming	 such	 racial	 shame,	 urging	his	 people	 to	
“acknowledge,	preserve,	and	celebrate	the	simultaneous	diversity	and	unity	
of their cultural heritage” (Ortiz Griffin 57). Arriví’s work underscores the 
stumbling	blocks	 that	 impede	 this	 celebration	 through	mulatto	 characters	
that	 only	 “celebrate”	 their	 race	 after	 they	 suffer	 because	 of	 it.	 If	 at	 the	
conclusion	of	Vejigantes	 (1958),	 for	 example,	 the	mulata	 protagonists	 at	
last	esteem	their	heritage,	the	preceding	acts	highlight	the	traumas	inherent	
to	 the	mulatto	experience.	Arriví’s	means	 for	healing	 the	mulatto’s	 racial	
humiliation	 functions	upon	a	 system	of	binaries	 into	which	 the	dramatist	
interweaves	 identities	 of	 race,	 gender,	 class	 and	 nation.	The	 dialectic	 of	
outsider	(white,	upper-class,	male,	Spaniard/North	American)	versus	insider	
(mulatto,	 underprivileged,	 female,	 islander)	 is	 the	 vehicle	 through	which	
Arriví	presents	a	historical	context	of	an	exploitative	racial	relationship.	It	also	
highlights	the	violence	and	trauma	of	mixed-race	Puerto	Ricans	and	offers	
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can	 be	 read	 as	 an	 exploration	 into	 Puerto	Rico’s	 deeply-rooted	mulatto	
complex.





and	 cultural	whitening	 process,	 their	 eventual	 acknowledgement	 evokes	
a	 buried	 aspiration	 to	 come	 to	 grips	with	 and	 celebrate	 their	 heritage.	
The	genealogical	model	 offers	 the	 dramatist	 a	means	 to	 demonstrate	 the	
violent	 history	 of	 racial	 encounters	 between	whites	 and	 blacks,	 all	 the	
while	emphasizing	that	destroying	the	masks	that	hide	that	violent	past	is	





scenario	Arriví	 brings	 to	 his	 audience:	 “en	Vejigantes se	 necesitaron	 tres	
generaciones	de	puertorriqueños	para	poder	enorgullecerse	de	ser	mestizo”	
(44).	Indeed,	Vejigantes presents various snapshots, over some fifty years, 
of	a	larger	progression	of	racial	reconciliation.	
	 The	 three	 acts	 reveal	 different	moments	 of	 internalized	 racial	
dissension: the first (set in 1910) exhibits the underlying grounds for the 

























 The script specifies that Toña employs a gamut of self-focalizations 
that	invites	Benedicto	into	an	erotic	game.	Toña	goes	to	great	length	to	convey	
eroticism	before	the	scenario	turns	violent:	as	we	will	see,	numerous	scene	
notes	 and	dialogues	 point	 to	 her	 enjoyment	 and	 laughter,	 to	 an	 eloquent	
manipulation	of	her	white	assailant,	and	even	 to	blatant	sexual	desire	 for	
Benedicto.	Aggor	posits	that	the	“single	most	catalytic	force	in	the	destruction	
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(504-05).	Medina	 follows	 the	same	 logic:	“En	el	primer	acto,	Benedicto,	
un	español,	seduce	a	la	negrola	Toña,	la	mejor	bailadora	de	bomba	en	todo	




	 Toña	 takes	 center	 stage	 from	Vejigantes’	 onset	 and	 immediately	
asserts herself as ritual master. Arriví’s stage direction specifies that, in her 











key clarification upon noting that she scrutinizes, “escruta,” her surroundings. 
Her gratification is coupled with an immediate grasp of the festival milieu. 
Taking such a visual inventory offers her a significant manipulative advantage 
over	her	dancing	counterpart.	Toña’s	dancing	and	chanting	success	rests	upon	
astute	observation;	in	becoming	aware	of	her	surroundings	she	maneuvers	
the ritual setting and solidifies her control within the Loíza dance sequence. 
We also see in this description that the costume specifications do not exude 





assumes	 an	 eroticizing	 function,	 and	Toña	 repeatedly	 uses	movement	 in	
her	self-focalization:	“Toña,	en	un	crescendo	de	compulsiones	rítmicas,	se	

























 Toña finds one final eroticizing tool in rhythmic moves and shouts. 











 It is not by chance that Arriví amplifies Toña’s rhythmic prowess 
with	both	the	larger	festival	context.	The	scene	notes	instruct	for	a	constant	
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that while Benedicto flubs around, Toña handles the ritual with ease: “Toña 
se	mueve	con	suprema	gracia	y	agilidad	entre	 las	máscaras.	El	Vejigante	

























That the dancing is “sexual” is undeniable. But where the critic justifies 
Toña’s behavior as an essential flaw of the dancer and as part of a larger, 
“stereotypical,”	focalization	of	mulattoes,	I	believe	the	script	unequivocally	
points	 to	Toña’s	 explicit,	 conscious,	 and	 delivered	maneuvering	 of	 her	
assailant.	Even	if	the	rape	does	allow	the	plot	to	“advance	as	designed,”	I	




 One particularly contradictory moment of the first act exemplifies 
the	paradox	facing	Toña	and	Puerto	Rican	mulatas as	a	whole.	What	seems	
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at first to be an ancillary dialogue among two characters who observe Toña’s 












LOCA	1.	 Pues	 claro	 que	 te	 entiendo,	mascarita.	Haciéndose	 y	
gustándole.
LOCA	2.	 Van	días	que	ese	gallego	arde	por	Toña….	





requisites	 of	 the	 festival	 atmosphere.	What	 is	 surprising,	 however,	 is	 the	
dialogue’s	revelation	of	some	unanswerable	questions	(thus	the	paradox).	The	
dialogue	provides	a	fundamental	background	to	the	Toña-Benedicto	exchange:	
the	 locas reveal	 that	Benedicto	 has	 been	 interested	 in	winning	Toña’s	







































more assertive in his snatching attempts, Toña still feels confident enough 
in	her	prowess	to	taunt	him,	a	demeanor	which	the	notes	deem	“dangerous.”	
Arriví	has	now	set	the	stage	for	the	inversion	of	Toña’s	controlling	edge.	The	













finally eyes Toña, who in turn flees: “[e]n una de las vueltas, [Benedicto] 
alcanza	a	ver	a	Toña,	quien	se	aleja	rápidamente”	(14).	Now,	Benedicto	sees	




se	descuelga	de	un	matojo.	Su	 jubón	y	 su	 falda	 revelan	estrujamientos	y	






tienen arreglo. Mañana hablaré con tu padre” (17); “Medio barrio ha nacido 
de	amores	como	éste”	(18).	Toña’s	marginalization	is	not	vanquished	until	
















a	 limpiarse	el	blanquete	de	 la	cara.	En	ese	 instante,	precisamente,	muere	
el último vejigante” (126). Upon the culmination of a fifty-year process, 
conquering	anti-mulatto	 sentiment	 that	 fomented	 in	 later	generations,	 the	
three	mulatas	at	last	take	action	to	embrace	their	racial	makeup.	Marta	and	
Clarita	are	no	longer	branded	by	the	stigmas	of	their	ancestral	past.	They	
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racist. The confluence of identity constructs of race, gender, nation and class 
results	 in	an	essentialist	 treatment	of	Puerto	Rican	identity.	That	 the	only	











Apóstol.	 In	 his	 study	of	 the	Loíza	 festival,	Harris	 states	 that	Santiago	 is	
presented	as	“the	supernatural	leader	of	Christian	troops	against	Moors	and	










onto	 a	 complex	 history	 of	 imperialist	 intervention	 in	 Puerto	Rico.	The	
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mulatto-native-female is idealized while the white-foreign-male is vilified. 


















who drum throughout the entire first act, before performing, tie colorful handkerchiefs over their hair 
(11).	
	 3	 “El	canto	y	 los	golpes	de	bomba	aumentan	desde	 fuentes	 invisibles.	Se	sostienen	unos	
segundos y, luego, receden a un término lejano” (17).
Works Cited
Aggor,	 F.	Komla.	 “Racial	 Prejudice,	Racial	 Shame:	Reading	Francisco	Arriví’s	
Máscara puertorriqueña.”	Bulletin of Hispanic Studies 74 (1997): 501-
12.
Alegría,	Ricardo	E.	“The	Fiesta	of	Santiago	Apostol	(St.	James	the	Apostle)	in	Loíza,	
Puerto	Rico.”	The Journal of American Folklore 69	(1956):	123-34.	
Arriví,	Francisco.	Vejigantes. Río Piedras: Editorial Cultural, 1970.
Griffin, Julia Ortiz. “Two Artists in Search of a Country: Rafael Ríos Rey and 
Farncisco	Arriví.”	Minority Voices	5	(1981):	53-58.
Harris,	Max.	“Masking	the	Site:	The	Fiestas	de	Santiago	Apóstol	in	Loíza,	Puerto	
Rico.”	The Journal of American Folklore	114	(2001):	358-69.
28 LATIN AMERICAN THEATRE REVIEW




La Revista del Centro de Estudios Avanzados de Puerto Rico y el Caribe 
7 (1988): 39-44.
Medina,	 Jorge. “Máscara puertorriqueña:	 El	 advenimiento	 del	 ‘pájaro	 de	mal	
agüero’a	Puerto	Rico.”	Revista/Review Interamericana	30	(2000):	1-38.
Montes-Huidobro,	Matías.	“Recovering	the	Lost	Priestess	of	Caribbean	Tradition.”	
Women as Myth and Metaphor in Latin American Literature.	Ed.	Camelo	
Virgilio, et. al. Columbia: U of Missouri P, 1985. 107-20. 
Neglia,	Erminio	G.	“La	‘conscientização’	de	Paulo	Freire	y	su	aplicación	al	teatro.”	
Revista Canadiense de Estudios Hispánicos 5 (1981): 157-66.
